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Black Arts Poetry impulse through the late 1960s: "the poetry of the sixties is informed and unified by the new consciousness of Blackness.... a consciousness [that has] shifted from Civil Rights to Black Power to Black Nationalism to Revolutionary Pan-Africanism."4 Thus do three of the Black Aesthetic's most prominent theorists conceive the importance of nationalist unity to the Black Arts movement.5 For the moment, we can leave aside the various directions in which the nationalist impulse might develop as we attempt to identify its presence, in however rudimentary a form, in Baraka's poem.
In the introduction to their authoritative anthology, Black Nationalism in America, John Bracey, Jr., August Meier, and Elliott Rudwick assert that the simplest expression of racial feeling that can be called a form of black nationalism is racial solidarity. It generally has no ideological or programmatic implications beyond the desire that black people organize themselves on the basis of their common color and oppressed condition to move in some way to alleviate their situation. The concept of racial solidarity is essential to all forms of black nationalism.6
It is precisely this essential impulse to racial solidarity that is manifested in Baraka's "SOS." Considered with respect to nationalism, the political import of the poem inheres not so much in the stridency and exigency of its appeal but rather in its breadth, in the fact that Baraka's call apparently includes all members of the African diaspora, as it is directed explicitly and repeatedly to "all black people," thereby invoking a political PanAfricanism posited as characteristic of the Black Arts project. Moreover, the enjambment of the last two lines and their modification of the injunction definitively transform the SOS from a mere distress signal into a general summons for assembly. What is striking about Baraka's poem, however, is not that it "calls" black people in this nationalistic way but that this is all it does; the objective for which it assembles the black populace is not specified in the piece itself, a fact I take to indicate fundamental difficulties in the nationalist agenda of the Black Arts poets, as we will soon see.
In the meantime, I think it is useful to consider Baraka's "SOS" as a Sanchez's call-prefaced as it is by her urgent question and attended by the entreaty to her listeners in the final line-is more pleading than Baraka's, which is unabashedly imperative. I would suggest that the uncertainty that characterizes Sanchez's poem is the inevitable affective result of writing beyond the ending of Baraka's "SOS," which it seems to me is what "blk / rhetoric" does. By calling into question what will ensue amongst the black collectivity after it has heeded the general callsuccumbed to the rhetoric, at it were-Sanchez points to the problematic nature of the black nationalist project that characterizes Black Arts poetry. What remains certain, in Sanchez's rendering-so certain that she need not state it explicitly-is the identity of the "enemy" against whom the assembled black troops must struggle. While Sanchez's elliptical reference might appear somewhat ambiguous at this point, especially after the emergence in the early and midseventies of a strong black feminist movement that arrayed itself against patriarchal forces, it seems clear enough that in the context of the 1969 Black Arts movement the enemy was most certainly the white "establishment." But this is the only thing that is "known" in Sanchez's poem, and while the identification of a generalized white foe is a central strategy in the Black Arts movement's effort to galvanize the black populace, here it provides a hedge against the overall uncertainty that characterizes the rest of the poem-a definitive core on which the crucial questions about the efficacy of nationalist rhetoric can center and thus themselves still be recognizable as nationalist discourse. 
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With its counterbalancing of fundamental inquiries about the future of the black nationalist enterprise by recourse to the trope of the white enemy, Sanchez's "blk / rhetoric" verges on the problematic that I take to be constitutive of the Black Arts project. Insofar as that project is nationalistic in character, then its primary objective and continual challenge will be, not to identify the external entity against which the black masses are distinguished-this is easy enough to do-but rather to negotiate division within the black population itself. I specifically invoke negotiation here and not, for instance, resolution because I want to claim that the response of Black Arts nationalism to social division within the black populace is not to strive to overcome it but rather repeatedly to articulate it in the name of black consciousness. move, into our own, not theirs into our. they own it (for the moment): the unclean world, the polluted space, the un-censor-ed air, yr/foot steps as they run wildly in the wrong direction. move, into our own, not theirs into our. move, you can't buy own. own is like yr/hair (if u let it live); a natural extension of ownself. own is yr/reflection, yr/total-being; the way u walk, talk, dress and relate to each other is own. own is you, cannot be bought or sold can u buy yr/writing hand yr/dancing feet, yr/speech, yr/woman (if she's real), yr/manhood? own is ours. all we have to do is take it take it the way u take from one another. the way u take artur rubinstein over thelonious monk the way u take eugene genovese over lerone bennett, the way u take robert bly over imamu baraka, the way u take picasso over charles white, These pieces, disparate as they are, share certain features. There are, to be sure, the disparaging references to white society-Jordan's "male white mammy," Sanchez's rendering of the heroin high, Baraka's invocation of film celebrities as representative of the shallowness of white culture-all of which fit neatly into characterizations of Black Arts poetry as essentially antiwhite. But while these works might engage conceptions of white America as a negative force, the rhetoric of the pieces is not addressed-not directly at any rate-to the white society that is the ostensible target of their wrath. Indeed, the thematic context of the poems and their employment of the second-person pronoun you are clearly meant to conjure a specifically black addressee and thus to give the impression that the poetic works themselves are meant for consumption by a specifically black audience. In other words, the rhetoric of Black Arts poetry, in conjunction with the sociopolitical context in which it is produced, works a twist on John Stuart Mill's proclamation that "poetry is overheard," as it seems to effect a split in the audience for the work. Because of the way the poetry uses direct address and thus invites us to conflate addressee and audience, it appears that the material is meant to be heard by blacks and overheard by whites. I think, however, that this is appearance only, and it will be the serendipitous consequence of my primary argument to show that, while Black Arts poetry very likely does depend for its effect on the division of its audience along racial lines, it also achieves its maximum impact in a context in which it is understood as being heard directly by whites and overheard by blacks.
Clarification of that point is forthcoming. In the meantime, it is necessary to acknowledge the substantial polemical effect that is achieved through the presentation of Black Arts poetry as meant for black ears only, for it is this presentation that commentators have seized on when they have characterized the Black Arts movement as representing a completely Afrocentric impulse. As Gayle, for instance, puts it in his introduction to The Black Aesthetic, the black artist of the 1960s "has given up the futile practice of speaking to whites, and has begun to speak to his brothers ... 
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Black Arts Poetry and recognition of the faultiness of such identification (the realm of the symbolic).24 Numerous commentators have discussed the ramifications of such post-structuralist theories of the subject for socially marginalized groups, whose political agendas have often been considered as based on a primary need to forge stable identities in the first place and not on the deconstruction of the possibility of such identity.25 Certainly, the Black Arts movement can very readily be seen as representing the impulse to establish a positive black subjectivity-based on nationalist ideals-in the face of major sociopolitical impediments to its construction. But poststructuralism's positing of the always imperfect discursive constitution of the subjective I does not, I think, prohibit the Black Aesthetic's construction of a powerful black nationalist subject; it merely stipulates that such construction is possible only from a position externally and obliquely situated with respect to the discursive I. I will argue, however, that the disjuncture between this as yet unidentified position and the discursive I itself precludes the constitution of an effective black nationalist collectivity. This is because the strategy necessarily deployed by Black Arts poetry to establish a strong black nationalist subject-and through which it derives its meaning and power-is founded on the oppositional logic that governs the pronominal language characteristic of the work. That opposition is thematized in the poetry, not in terms of the us vs. them dichotomy that we might expect, however, with us representing blacks and them whites; rather, it is played out along the inherent opposition between I and you, both these terms deriving their referents from within the collectivity of black subjects. Thus, the project of Black Arts poetry can be understood as the establishment of black nationalist subjectivity-the forcible fixing of the identity of the speaking I-by delineating it against the "non-I person," the you whose identity is clearly predicated in the poems we are considering. So the you in Baraka's "Poem for Half White College Students" is the African-American who identifies with the Euro-American celebrity, against which the speaking I of the poem is implicitly contrasted. In Giovanni's and Lee's poems, you represents the Negro subject whose sense of self-worth and racial pride has yet to be proven. In Sanchez's "chant," you is the black junkie who finds solace in the "wite" high of heroin, clearly meant to be associated with Euro-American corruption. And in Jordan's "Okay, 'Negroes,' " you is the African-American who has not yet developed an understanding of the raciopolitical forces that impinge on black subjectivity. Clearly, I oversimplify to the extent that the referent of any given you might well vary even within a single poem. But my point is that institutions were more and more widely advocated" ("I," p. xl). On the other hand, they indicate the fundamentally ambiguous nature of this nationalist impulse by noting that these separatist appeals were mounted on behalf of a general accommodationist policy and not with a view toward ultimate black autonomy. They assert that while these separatist ideas "pervaded the spectrum of black social thought in the nineties and after the turn of the century ... in general, they characterized the thinking of accommodators like Booker T. Washington more than that of protest leaders" ("I," p. xl). And they clarify further: "The ambiguous way in which nationalism has functioned in Negro thought was never more apparent than during this period. Almost always, except in the case of outand-out colonization movements, separatism was advocated as a means of paving the way for full acceptance in American society" ("I," p. xli). To the degree that it conceived of this full acceptance as predicated on a Washingtonian social separatism (as opposed to the ostensibly empowering political and economic separatism espoused by the Black Power movement), and thus approximated alarmingly the agenda of segregationist whites, the racial solidarity impulse of the turn of the century would be entirely out of sync with the black nationalism of the 1960s, which was keenly sensitive to the possible cooptation of its agenda by white interests. Consequently, just as we can identify in the Black Arts movement the strong impulse to reject the cultural strategies of the Harlem Renaissance, so too was it characterized by a profound need to disassociate itself from the political objectives of the early black separatist movement. It intensely repudiated the influence of the elders.
Black Aestheticians also-as is already widely recognized-rejected the more immediate predecessor of the Black Power project, the Civil Rights movement of the 1950s and early 1960s. While the actual temporal relation between these two movements is more complex than that of mere consecutiveness-as is roughly emblematized in the overlap of the careers of Martin Luther King, Jr., and Malcolm X-Black Power has nonetheless consistently been represented as a radical progression from the less urgent strategies of civil protest. Thus the notion of historical advance strongly influenced the Black Power movement's sense of itself in relation to both turn-of-the-century and midcentury black political movements, and its need to present itself as historically distinct from these other movements can be discerned in the rhetoric of its poetic productions, the logic of which transmutes that historical differentiation into the highly selfdefensive division of the contemporary black population into disparate segments.26 26. It is also possible that the intraracial division effected in Black Arts poetry is a function of the black community's status as a sort of mutated colonial entity. During the late 1960s, analyses of the colonialized nature of black communities in the U.S. were forthcoming from both social scientists and black activists. Indeed, in their introduction to Black It is also true, to develop the point further and in a slightly different direction, that the identification and consequent strong rejection of a putatively ineffectual bourgeois accommodationism in whatever era of black social and political history must have been a necessary undertaking for a Black Arts movement characterized by an intense and potentially crippling middle-class ressentiment. The Black Aestheticians' strong consciousness of the need to appear rooted in the traditions of the folk was certainly not a new phenomenon among mass political movements, nor is it the case that movement intellectuals and the black masses were strictly dichotomized. Nevertheless, for a movement that emerged in opposition to nonviolent strategies that it represented as removed from the exigencies of everyday black existence, the threat of being perceived as similarly alienated loomed particularly large. And, much less typically, Sanchez worries explicitly that black-power rhetoric will lead only to "blk / capitalism." It seems to me that it is the threatening unpredictability of exactly what will issue from nationalist organizing that accounts for Baraka's decision not to project beyond the call manifested in "SOS." The power of the work thus derives from the energy of the essential nationalist impulse itself and is not undermined by ambivalence regarding the different directions in which that impulse might develop. Finally, I think that it is in order to quell such ambivalence that so much of the work employs a violent rhetoric, in which the mere repetition of references to killing the white enemy seems to be considered as the actual performance of the act. The positing of this violent rhetoric as performative language predicates the status of Black Arts poetry as being heard by whites and overheard by blacks. For if, in the performative logic of the Black Arts work, to be heard is to annihilate those persons who effect one's oppression, to be overheard is to impress upon one's peersjust how righteous, how fearsome, how potently nationalistic one is, in contradistinction to those very peers who are figured as the direct addressee of the Black Arts works.
Which brings us back to where we began-with a consideration of conventional assessments of Black Arts poetry as primarily defined by its call for violence against whites. Clearly this rhetoric of violence, while certainly provoking various affective responses amongst white readers and auditors-responses that I don't pretend to address here-also represents the Black Arts movement's need to establish division among blacks, and, indeed, itself actually serves to produce such division. If we recognize 29. Giovanni, "For Saundra," p. 322.
